
 
 

Morris Brandon General Meeting + Principal Coffee Talk 
Wednesday, October 9, 2024 

10:00 AM via Zoom 
 

I. Welcome and Call to Order  
Presenter:  Dana Giacone and Ashlee Portis   

Called to Order: 10:00 AM 
 

II. PTO Overview 
Presenter:   Ashlee Portis 
Discussion:   The PTO transitioned from a PTA for greater local independence; 
with 100+ co-chairs and parent volunteers, the focus is on community events, 
fundraising, and staff support; three annual General Meetings include a Principal’s 
Coffee Talk (October, January, April); the expanded 15-member PTO Board meets 
monthly to manage events, fundraisers, volunteer coordination, and budgeting. 

 
III. Approval of PTO General Meeting Minutes: April 12, 2024 

Presenter:   Dana Giacone 
Discussion:   The next order of business was to approve the April 12, 2024 
meeting minutes.  
Motion to Approve: Fran Cowart 
Second:  Anna Logue 
Members Approving: All 
Members Opposing: None 
Minutes Approved: Yes 

 
IV. PTO Treasurer Report 

Presenter:   Joanna Clauss 
Discussion:    Since the last General Meeting in April, we wrapped up the 2023-
24 school year. The PTO had a successful year financially, collecting $178K revenue and 
expenses of $143K, yielding a $35K budget surplus, primarily driven by increase in 
revenue from business partners and a record year in Read-A-Thon donations.  Of the 
$35K surplus, the PTO gave $15K to the Morris Brandon Foundation and $25K to Morris 
Brandon for use at the principal’s discretion. For the 2024-25 school year budget, 
meetings took place over the summer and the final budget was presented to approved at 
its August 2024meeting.  Revenue of $155K is projected this year; to date, the financials 
are trending on track to meet the projection.  Regarding cash, the year began with $62K 
cash on hand is currently at $91K.  This concluded the Treasurer’s Report. 

 
 
 



V. PTO Events and Calendar Subscription 
Presenter:   Dana Giacone  
Discussion:  Updates were given about how to stay informed, and prior and 
upcoming events. 

 Families were encouraged to subscribe to the Morris Brandon calendar on the 
homepage, sign up for the online directory and Remind texts, and follow the PTO 
on social media (Instagram and Facebook) to ensure they are receiving all 
information and staying informed. 

 Update on events that have occurred since the school year started: kicked off the 
year with very well-attended Open House and Backyard Bash events. The fifth 
grade class had a very successful car wash in September.  A few days later we 
had a record-breaking participation rate at our Walk to School Day, and the PK-2nd 
Grade Bingo Night sold out. Willys Spirit Day last week raised money for the PTO. 
The Fun Run was rescheduled due to weather and was a huge success; event 
was also able to have drone footage captured.   

 Upcoming Events - The PTO hosts staff appreciation meals at least once a month 
for approximately 120 people and will host its fifth meal of the year tomorrow.  The 
first school tour of the year will also be tomorrow at Primary Campus, as well as 
the fifth grade parent social. November will bring Jamboree, a Chick-Fil-A Spirit 
Night, and both Kindergarten and 5th Grade Thanksgiving Feasts.  December will 
kick off with the Book Fair to coincide with Holiday shopping so folks can stock up 
to get ready for Read-A-Thon in January.  

 Reminders were given to make final donations to the Foundation’s annual BEE 
Fund campaign (ending tomorrow), pay class due (fifth graders), buy yearbooks 
and fifth grade yearbook ads (due November 4th), purchase Jamboree wristbands 
and limited-edition socks, and check out Corporate Rewards.  

 
VI. Meet the School Counselor and Social Worker:  Support and Resources 

Presenter:   Jennifer Durant and Rebekah Gilliam  
Discussion:    Presentations were given by J. Durant, School Social Worker, and 
R. Gilliam, School Counselor, regarding their respective services provided to our school 
community. 

 School Social Work Services – J. Durant spoke in detail about the array of services 
she provides in her role which includes the following:  delivery of services to 
students that may be in foster care, experiencing homelessness, in need of health 
insurance, or families experiencing difficult times and/or in need of basic 
necessities such as clothing and food.  Small groups or one-on-ones are also 
conducted with students and services provided for suicidal ideation risks.  Morris 
Brandon has partnered with Pathways, and they come to see students at school, 
home or their office; can be individualized to the child or whole family.  Support is 
also given to teachers and staff for eligibility meetings, etc.  J. Durant is a part of 
the counseling and grief management team and supports other schools with crisis 
management as well as partners with our community. 

 School Counselor – R. Gilliam introduced herself and her dog Odie, who is a 
certified and trained therapy dog.  She spoke in detail about the services she 
provides in her position, which includes seeing all students in the classroom and 
for some students one-on-one, as needed.  She also orchestrates school-wide 
programming such as No Place for Hate.  It was noted that R. Gilliam and J. Durant 
work closely together and that the School Counselor position is different than a 



Guidance Counselor or Therapist.  As J. Durant stated, Pathways is the 
organization we have partnered with if students need ongoing therapy support. 

 
VII. Principal’s Coffee Talk 

Presenter:   Jay Bland, Principal 
Discussion:  An announcement was made congratulating Principal Bland on his 
Cahn Distinguished Principals Fellowship.  Next, updates were provided by Principal 
Bland on the below topics. 

 Budget and Leveling Update – budget based on projection of 893 students and as 
of the 15-day head count, 897 students enrolled, yielding a $21,336 budget 
increase adjustment.  Following last week’s APS Board meeting, APS is 
anticipated to have a budget deficit of approximately $100M next year.  February 
2025 will be the start of budget season in collaboration with GO Team. 

 GA Milestones Results and CCRPI Scores – revisiting our SMART goals, we set 
a goal for 5% growth in literary, moving from 70% to 75% as evidenced via GA 
Milestones 3-5 ELA Results.  We accomplished this goal with highest proficiency 
rate in a long time, including 8% growth in distinguished learners.  Morris Brandon 
was the number two school in District for ELA growth.  Regarding Math, results 
were just received.  Morris Brandon’s SMART goal was to grow 5% in Math, 
moving from 69% to 74%.  We accomplished this goal, including 7% growth in 
distinguished learners, 2% decrease in developing learners and 3% decrease in 
beginning learners.  Morris Brandon was fifth in District for Math growth.  There 
was growth in White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic and Hispanic subgroups 
and a decrease in Multi-racial subgroup in both ELA and Math.  It was noted that 
we can only see a subgroup’s results if there are 15 or more students in third 
through fifth grades.  CCRPI scores will be available soon and continues to support 
area being a desirable school zone to live in; drives greatschools.org rating which 
moved from six out of ten two years ago to eight out of ten last year. 

 2024-25 SMART Goals – 5% ELA growth from 75% to 80% and 5.4% Numeracy 
(Math) growth from 74.6% to 80%.  Regarding Whole Child Intervention, goal is a 
2% reduction in behavior referrals from 5.9% to 3.9%. 

 Security – safety and security grant expected to be annual for at least five years.  
Based on a survey given to staff, increased camera coverage, including outdoors, 
was prioritized in the survey results.  An SRO was important but not as important 
as other priorities, and given additional budget, staff would prioritize specials 
teachers in addition to camera footprint.  If budget was not an issue, then a SRO 
would be welcomed.  In the interim, building improvements have been made to 
deter and delay intrusions along with protocol improvements such as substitute 
teacher trainings and no school during election days.  APS is working toward 
providing elementary schools with SROs and it was recently approved by the 
Board.  While it will take several weeks to hire, progress is underway.  It was noted 
that North Atlanta’s roving officer’s office is located at Morris Brandon, and we have 
officers stationed outside of our buildings a majority of days.  Morris Brandon is 
also working with APS on the installation of Zero Eyes monitoring, which uses AI 
to actively monitor cameras. 

 Cahn Distinguished Principals Fellowship – Principal Bland was nominated and 
chosen to be a Cahn Distinguished Principals Fellow and chose Assistant Principal 
Small to serve as his ally for the fellowship.  They spent five weekends in New 
York and one weekend in Los Angeles along with virtual weekends, tasked to 
brainstorm one problem at school to solve and led by professors from Columbia 



University. 72 principals from across the United States were chosen and attended.  
It was noted that despite location in the country, a lot of schools have very similar 
challenges. 

 
VIII. Closing Remarks and Reminders 

Presenters:   Dana Giacone and Ashlee Portis 
Discussion:   Next PTO General Meeting will be held on January 24, 2025. 

 
IX. Meeting Adjourned: 11:03 AM 

 
Meeting Recording: The recording for this meeting can be accessed via the Morris 
Brandon website on the PTO page and/or via this link with passcode EG7mbU^V. 

 


